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The populist isolationists are right about one thing, and one thing only. There is something very wrong with the American economy. 
The standard of living for working class Americans has fallen and no standard of living increase is in sight. While some populists are real­
ly trying to find a scapegoat for their own failures and shortcomings, others correctly see less opportunities for themselves, their family, 
and their friends. 
Since they are not trained economists, are right wing oriented rather than left wing oriented, and therefore unwilling to blame the capi­
talist system in general, populists are at a loss as to who they should blame their economic suffering on. International trade at first seems 
like a logical target. 
Economists have recently studied this issue in detail. The good news is that international trade deserves little, if any, of the blame for 
the decline in the standard of living of working class Americans. High paying manufacturing jobs represented 38% of all employment 25 
years ago. Today the percentage is 16%. Most of this decline is not due to international trade, since if our entire balance of trade deficit 
was turned into salaries in the manufacturing sector, the percentage of manufacturing jobs in our economy would only climb to 17%. It 
would not return to 38%. 
Economists tell us that most of the decline in the manufacturing sector is due to the fact that Americans are spending more of their 
income on services and less on products. They are doing this since production efficiency has made products cheaper than ever, while ser­
vices have not benefited from similar productivity increases and therefore remain relatively expensive. Since manufacturing jobs pay sub­
stantially more than service sector jobs, the shift in consumer spending has caused more and more working class Americans to trade high 
paying manufacturing jobs for low paying service jobs. 
The ultimate cause of all this is computerization and automation in the manufacturing sector, without similar productivity increases in 
the service sector. The manufacturing sector is still strong and is turning out as many products as ever. They are just doing it with fewer 
and fewer workers. Increasing productivity in the service sector, on the other hand, is easier said than done. 
I am not sure I have an easy solution to the real problem facing the American economy. However, I know that focUSing on the real 
problem is smarter than finding an irrational scapegoat. The demagogues who run the isolationist movement think otherwise. 
Unfortunately, too few Americans have training in economics. I hope enough of them take the time to learn something about it before 
they decide who to vote for in the next national election. 
Manufacturing Practices of West Michigan Organizations 
• A Comparative Analysis of Small vs. Large Firms • 
Jaideep Motwani, Ashok Kumar, andJames Jiang 
Department ofManagement 
Seidman School ofBusiness 
INTRODUCTION 
The strategic power of manufacturing in supporting business strategy and creating competitive advantage has been an important theme 
in the literature on manufacturing management since the 1980s. Companies that have introduced just-in-time, total quality management, 
continuous improvement, design for manufacturability, or concurrent engineering appear to have reaped the benefits of quality, depend­
ability, flexibility, high variety, and low cost. 
Related literature on operations strategy and small businesses highlights the differences between large and small firms in terms of man­
agerial, operational, and organizational competencies. On the one hand, small firms are believed to have an edge over large firms in flexi­
bility, innovation, and overhead costs, while on the other, they are limited by the amount of market power, capital, and managerial 
resources. Research has also shown small firms to be different from large firms in terms of their operational priorities. 
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The major goal of this research was to examine the applicability and actual implementation of operations strategy elements by small 
and large west Michigan manufacturing organizations. This paper is an extension of a previous article (Seidman Update, Pall 1996, p. 21­
23) in which the above authors studied and reported on the relationship between the demographic and background characteristics of the 
organization and the manufacturing strategy implemented. 
For examining the above research issues, a comprehensive literature review of the operations strategy field was used as a basis to iden­
tify seven operations strategy implementation constructs/factors: 
lotal Lead TIme 
Quality 
Cost 
Customer Service 
Advanced lechnology & Innovation 
Human Resources 
Operations Flexibility 
HYPOTHESES 
The conventional literature suggests that firms which are committed to a well-planned. formal operations strategy exhibit several indi­
cations of its systematic, organization-wide acceptance leading to a competitive advantage. Top management in such firms act as a driver 
of the specific operational strategy element. The top management commitment is evident via their communication of this commitment to 
all members of the organization through actions such as investing appropriately in human and financial resources. 
While most of the literature on operations strategy is speCifically directed to large firms, no specific evaluations of these critical 
factors/elements have been undertaken for small firms. Therefore, it is critical to examine whether the findings in the literature pertaining 
to operations strategy are applicable to small firms. Accordingly, the following hypotheses test compares the applicability of the results 
between large and small firms. 
tt 
Hypotheses H-l through H-7: Large firms execute each of seven operations management factors/constructs more effectively than small firms. 
DATA A.NALI'SIS AND RESULTS 
Por the study, a potential sample representing all manufacturers in the west Michigan region was identified. Using the Directory of 
Manufacturers published by various chambers of commerce, 250 firms were selected by a systematic stratified random sample. The ques­
tionnaire was then mailed to the President/CEO or manufacturing managers of the firms identified in the sample. Eighty-five question­
naires were returned, completed by individuals that identified themselves as being in position of plant manager or higher. Out of these, 
18 were considered unusable as major portions of the survey were incomplete. This resulted in a 27% response rate. Table 1 summarizes 
the characteristics of the respondents' firms. 
lable 2 illustrates the differences between large firms and small firms along the seven operations strategy constructs. All the hypothe­
ses were tested using t-tests. For each construct, Table 2 proVides the mean score, standard deviation, and the p-value 
(* =p<0.05, **=p<O.Ol, ***p<0.005). The p-value column also explains whether the hypotheses hold true statistically. The results, 
in lable 2, show that large firms are able to execute six of the seven operations strategy constructs more effectively than small firms. In 
other words, the first six hypotheses were proven Significant. The results of the first six hypotheses generally support the literature find­
ings, except in case of the following constructs: innovation, and cost. The literature suggests that small firms are more innovative and 
incur less overhead cost than large firms. Since our questionnaire combined the factors of technology and innovation and addressed costs 
as a whole, it is not suprising that large firms outperformed small fIrms. It is obvious that large firms have the capability and will spend 
more on human and technology resources than small firms. 
It should also be noted that there was no statistically significant difference between small and large firms when it came to the imple­
mentation of the flexibility construct. This result is also not suprising as there is a general perception in the literature that small firms do 
a better job than large flfIDS when implementing the flexibility construct. In this case, based on statistical analYSiS, one can conclude that 
the large west Michigan firms are doing an equally good job in implementing the flexibility construct. 
, 
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CONCWSION 
The execution of seven operations strategy implementation constructs was measured in 67 west Michigan firms. The results indicate 
that large firms are more advanced when it comes to the implementation of six of the seven operation strategies. The general conclusions 
that can be made from the statistical analysis are more or less consistent with literature findings. 
Table 1: Profile of the 67 
Type of Products Manufactured 
Industrial 42 62.7 
Consumer 17 25.4 
Both 8 11.9 
Annual Sales (in millions) 
Under 10 0 15.2 
10 - 50 20 30.3 
51- 150 17 25.8 
151- 350 10 15.2 
351- 500 2 3.0 
, 
..,
Over 500 I 10.6 

Market Share 
less than 10% 24 35.8 
11- 20% 9 3.4 
21- 40% 12 17.9 
More than 40% 12 17.9 
Unknown 10 14.9 
Current Number of Employees 
Under 100 9 13.6 
100 - 249 14 21.2 
250 - 499 10 15.2 
500 - 999 12 18.2 
Over 1000 21 31.8 
Labor Status 
Unionized 26 41.4 
Non-Unionized 37 58.6 
Competitive in the Global Market 
Yes 49 73.1 
No 18 26.9 
Table 2: Comparative Analysis of Operations Strategy Implementation 
between Small versus Large West Michigan Firms 
Hypothesis 
Small Firms 
Mean ...u.L 
Large Firms 
Mean s.d. 
H-1 
H-2 
Total Lead Time 
Quality 
2.99 
3.08 
0.81 
0.92 
3.55 
3.85 
0.74 
0.68 
0.0080** 
0.0002*** 
H-3 Cost 2.60 0.93 3.18 0.78 0.0094** 
H·4 Customer 
Service 
3.73 0.77 4.15 0.62 0.0137* 
H-5 Advanced 
Technology 
& Innovation 
2.30 0.78 3.27 6.42 0.0001*** 
H·6 Human 
Resources 
3.15 0.94 3.63 0.77 0.0272* 
H-7 Operations 
Flexibility 
3.03 0.93 3.33 0.63 0.1065 
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